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1 The end of  summer,  in  France,  marks  the return of  the literary season.  Every year,
hundreds of new books vie for the public’s attention. Then come the literary prizes—
separating them, adjusting and dubbing them, and striving to guide the readers’ eyes
towards such and such a rising value and the odd overlooked talent.
2 The timetable of contemporary art is not unconnected. From the highly legitimate Lion
d’Or of the Venice Biennale, awarded this year to Adrian Piper, to the famous Turner
Prizes and Awards in Contemporary Art: Evaluation and Promotion in a Competit...
Critique d’art, 45 | 2015
1
Prize, whose televised broadcast on Britain’s Channel 4, delights the gutter press, by way
of the most remunerative Hugo Boss Prize, which enabled Paul Chan to walk away with
$100,000 at its latest awards ceremony, the awards are numerous and punctuate the latest
national and international art news. For the past 15 years or so, corporate foundations
have been at work devising prizes which enhance their image; one just has to think, for
example, of the Fondation Ricard Prize, the HSBC Prize for photography, the MAIF Prize
for sculpture, and even the Canson Prize for Art and Paper.  Institutions are not to be
outdone,  either;  Sciences Po now has its  Contemporary Art  Prize and even the Villa
Medicis has decided to bring back the good old days and has been awarding a “New Prix de
Rome” since 2014.
3 In spite of  this  craze,  there is  a dearth of  analytical  works helping towards a better
understanding of what these prizes do for, and to, contemporary art. How do they select
the artists,  and what  value judgments  are they expressing? What  is  their  impact  on
careers and on the prices of works? And, above all, how do they act on art itself: are they
content to sanction existing artwork after the fact,  or are they active before the fact
helping to fashion output by modifying its possible conditions? In other words, do the
prizes evaluate and measure a value or else are they themselves producers of value? A
selection of recent and very diverse publications offers a chance to propose certain lines
of thinking. Two have resulted from the context of a prize (the Marcel Duchamp Prize and
the AICA France Prize for art criticism), the others are research works on the impact of
people involved in the art world on present-day creation.
4 The  prizes  awarded  to  contemporary  artists  have  a  long  history,  which  cannot  be
dissociated from that of the academic system. Up until the latter half of the 19th century,
the Prix de Rome and the Prix du Salon were decisive for artists’  careers in an almost
monopolistic way.1 As reflections and guarantees of an official system of values, they were
among the first victims of the rejection of that system. So the famous Salon des Refusés of
1863 declared itself to be “without jury or awards”. However, with the withdrawal of the
Academy, private agencies swiftly appropriated the privilege of awarding prizes.   The
capacity of each one to impose its own reflected the power play existing between the
people involved, competing with one another to impose themselves as prescriptors in a
field  where  the  judgment  criteria  were  no  longer  stable  or  shared.  In  her  study  of
contemporary  art  galleries  in  Paris, Julie  Verlaine  has  thus  shown  how  galleries
orchestrated the whole system of awards set up at the Liberation, from the prize for
Young  Painters  controlled  by  the  Drouant-David  Gallery,  to  the  prize  for  Criticism
underwritten  by  the  Saint-Placide  Gallery,  and  to the  Kandinsky  Prize  awarding  an
abstract artist with an exhibition at the Denise René Gallery.2 By financing endowments,
selecting winners, and exhibiting them, galleries used to control the entire process of
self-legitimization  through  prizes.  The  current  turning  point  for  prizes  awarded  for
contemporary artwork naturally reflects new kinds of power play. It is the heir of what
the sociologist Annie Verger has called “the invention of the honours list”: a predilection
for listings, indexes and other competitions, the origins of which she situates in the latter
half of the 1950s.3 It tallies with a twofold challenge. First the internationalization of the
art world, considerably steps the competitiveness which abounds in it. Second, the new
status of living art as a fully-fledged sector of financial investment, feeds the demand for
value measurements beyond individual aesthetic judgment modelled on instruments of
performances in the field of sport and business. Since the 1980s, three phenomena have
complicated  the  reading  of  new  prizes  for  contemporary  art:  they  undermine  the
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distinctions between national and international, public and private, artistic and extra-
artistic.
5 The sociologist Alain Quemin has shown the degree to which the internationalization of
contemporary  art  has  been  compounded  by  more  or  less  assumed  phenomena  of
“national preference”, determining, to a great degree, artists’ career prospects.4 In this
regard, prizes are especially meaningful: while being at the heart of a globalized present-
day art system many of these prizes determinedly display patriotic ambitions. The Turner
Prize, created in 1984 by the Tate Gallery, was a forerunner. By annually rewarding a
young British artist, the prize went hand in hand with the success of the hot, sensational
London scene.5 That success created rivals, and many countries adopted prizes named
after a national art hero: the Vincent Award (Netherlands), the Miró Prize (Spain), and,
needless to add, in France, the Marcel Duchamp Prize. Created in 2000 by the Association
for the International Distribution of French Art [ADIAF], made up of private collectors,
the goal  of  the Marcel  Duchamp Prize,  according to its  president,  Gilles  Fuchs,  is  to
“provide a wider sphere of influence for the contemporary French art scene […] of which
we are passionate champions, and which has a place apart in the artistic planet”.6 Every
year,  the  ADIAF  collectors  select  four  French  artists  or  artists  living  in  France,
subsequently  adjudged  by  a  jury  of international  experts.  The  traditional  contrast
between public and private, incarnated by the historical shift sketched out above, from
the academic system to the market, is also rendered obsolete by present-day models. As
an outcome of private financing, the Marcel Duchamp Prize thus tacks readily between
categories. On the one hand, it offers its winners an exhibition in the Espace 315 at the
Centre Pompidou (Julien Prévieux’s show, after winning the prize in 2014, opened on 23
September 2015)—but also, for all the nominees, an exhibition in a regional museum (in
2015,  at  the Carré d’art  in Nîmes).  On the other hand,  its  liaison with the market is
nevertheless explicit: until this year, the announcement of the four nominees took place
in the Artcurial auction house, the prize’s sponsor, and the announcement of the winner
was  made  during  the  International  Contemporary  Art  Fair  (FIAC).  The  ADIAF  has
nevertheless  recently  announced  a  new  and  stronger  partnership  with  the  Centre
Pompidou from 2016  onward:  from that  year  on,  all  the  nominees  will  be  given an
exhibition,  and the announcement of  the winner will  be made at  the Museum.7 This
legitimization of the private sector by the public sector is the mainspring of many prizes
such as the one awarded by the Fondation d’Entreprise Ricard, which rewards its winner
—also chosen from the French art scene—by the purchase of a work, which is offered to
the National Museum of Modern Art and shown at the Centre Pompidou.
6 The  latest  blurring  of  the  boundaries  has  to  do  with  the  distinction  between  what
happens before and after the creation of works, between what issues from the artistic
process as such, and what is taken on by the various art world forces (in the sense used by
Howard  Becker).  Present-day  prizes  are  often  not  content  with  recognizing  and
highlighting an already existing production: they involve projects by proposing financing
and outlets for new works. Their intent is to offer opportunities, as well as rewards. It is
this  active  role  as  co-producers  played  by  contemporary  art  collectors  which  the
economists  Nathalie  Moureau,  Dominique  Sagot-Duvauroux  and  Marion  Vidal  have
highlighted in their recent report made to the Ministry of Culture and Communication,
contradicting the idea that a purchase is an end in itself for a work. The matter of prizes
is not broached in the report, but the stance taken by it offers a stimulating prospect.
Indeed, studies in the field of economics and sociology of art are too often confined to an
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analysis of  the methods whereby prizes are awarded and to the measurement of the
increased visibility and sales of the winner. In such approaches, the prize is considered,
above all, for its signal effect.8
7 The opposite is true of the collective work Kunst & Karriere, edited by Oskar Bätschmann
and Regula Krähenbühl.  Like many conference proceedings,  it  suffers from a marked
heterogeneity, which barely offers more than a “kaleidoscopic” entry into the field of
“career studies” (Karriereforschung), it mixes the histories of collectors and collections,
the history of reception and contemporary approaches to careers and markets. However
this book has the particular feature of focusing on the active role of artists themselves in
their  dialogue with the “art  establishment” (Kunstbetriebs).  Here again,  no chapter  is
specifically devoted to the matter of prizes, but this subject is at times discussed in an
illuminating way. So in his article about Tracey Emin, Peter J. Schneemann suggests that
the nomination of the British artist for the Turner Prize in 1999, which caused a scandal,
should not be understood either as the confiscation of contemporary art by an “elitist
mafia” of alleged experts establishing and setting up at will artists who are ever more
shocking, nor as a cynical strategy on the part of an artist using the instruments of the
system to her own ends, but as an artistic approach as such. For Emin, the Turner Prize
was thus a new stage in the development in the institutional and media sphere of a multi-
faceted practice, just as the auction sale of Beautiful Inside My Head Forever was for Damien
Hirst in 2008.  Prizes are thus—and this is another of their challenges which calls for
considerable  further  analysis—creative  areas  of  encounter  between artists  and “non-
artists”.  Although the  great majority  of  awards  is  officially  attributed to  artists,  the
candidacy  process  is  usually  a  task  jointly  involving  exhibition  curators,  art  critics,
museum curators and art historians. In this way, each nominee for the Marcel Duchamp
Prize is invited to choose a “reporter/rapporteur” to champion him or her, publishing as a
“twosome” with the artist.9
8 With regard to all these points, the book edited by Marc Lenot, winner of the 2014 AICA
France Prize, titled Estefanía Peñafiel Loaiza : fragments liminaires and accompanying this
artist’s exhibition at the Ile de France Photographic Centre in 2015, offers a surprisingly
reflexive  way  of  looking  at  things.  The  trilingual  and  generously  illustrated  book
highlights the second awarding of the prize, given each year to a member of the French
section of the International Association of Art Critics (AICA)10. For this competition, each
critic presents an artist of his or her choice, in a short format of 6’40” and 20 images
(based on the so-called Pechakucha).  The national dimension is clearly present in this
prize “promoting art criticism in France”, but its winner, Marc Lenot, certainly questions
it.  By presenting a woman artist born in Ecuador and working in Paris,  whose works
strive to produce a “tongue in cheek” exoticism, not only about France but also about her
own country, the work belies the idea of a French art as well as that of a French way of
looking at art. Looking at things is, indeed, what the book is all about. In the collaboration
between an artist  who erases,  retrieves,  and disappears--“the first  piece by Estefanía
Peñafiel L. which I saw, I did not see”, said Lenot in his presentation for the prize11--, and
a critic, whose brief is precisely to show the visibility and invisibility of the work, link up
together. The book and the show were devised by the two of them as “a set of fragments
liminaires [prefatory fragments], on the threshold of their future promises”. 12The prize
thus becomes not the reward for a deserving accomplishment but the terrain where a
new work is prepared, closely associating artist, critic, and accommodating institution.
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9 Prizes offer a chance for contemporary art when, without being content to contribute
through a signal effect to the sociological construction of market values and prices, they
enrich the praxes of artists through funding and encounters. So it would be not only
futile, but even destructive to expect one prize to dominate all the others, in order to
impose itself as an indisputable pledge of quality. The diversity of prizes, on the contrary,
reflects the wholesome multiplicity of expectations to do with present-day artwork. We
can only wish that an ever greater transparency (to do with their methods of attribution
and their underlying judgment criteria), will permit everyone to grant these prizes the
importance which they deserve.
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